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UN~TEDSTATES GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20548 

ux31STlCS AND COMMUNICATIONS 
DIVISION 

. Mr. Thomas F. McCormick 
Public Printer 

! Government Printing Office 
/ 

Dear Mr. McCormick: 

We have identified certain areas where improvements may be made 
in the Public Documents Department. Because we realize that you are 
aware of the problems of inadequate service to the public and have taken 
steps to identify the underlying causes and to improve the service, we 
do not plan to make a more detailed review. 

Attached is our summary report containing observations and sug- 
gestions for improvement. The report also includes the actions taken 
by the Superintendent of Documents since the completion of our survey. 
Since this report is based only on our limited survey, a formal response 
is not required. We hope this information will assist you in your efforts 
for more effective operations at the Public Documents Department. 

Our staff would be pleased to meet with you or members of your 
organization to discuss our observations in greater detail. 

We are sending copies of this report today to the Chairman of the 

^,i 

Joint Committee on Printing. y f.< -t ( I 1, 

i , Sincerely yours, 

Fred J. Shafer 
Director 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The Public Documents Department (PDD), under the direction of 
the Supe?%tendknt of D&uments, has four major functions: .se!ling 

. . Government documents to the public, distributing publications to 
. depository libraries, distributing Government publications for hIembers 

of Congress and Government agencies, and cataloging and indexmg 
* - Government publications. In fiscal year 1973, PDD spent $54.4 million . 

for these services and employed over 1,200 people, including temporary 
personnel. 

Our comments in this report are directed primarily to PDD’s 
pr.oblems._i.n the area of-_sa&s-.to-the public, which are authorized by 
title 44 of the U. S.. Code. PDD spent $46.8 million, or 86 percent of its 
total expenditures, for this function in fiscal year 1973. 

PDD receives and proce,sses mail orders at its central office and 
its distribution centers in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Pueblo, 
Colorado. It also sells publications to the public through its bookstores 
and consignment agents throughout the country. 

PDD has over 25,000 publications for sale to the general public. 
During fiscal year 1973 it received 4.8 million orders, mostly by mail. 
only about 15 percent of the sales were made through the bookstore and 
consignment agents. 

Annually, PDD receives over 600,000 customer service complaints, 
of which it estimates about 40 percent are related to the nonreceipt of 
public at ions. 

On the basis of 10 minutes to handle an average complaint, it would 
take over 48 man-years to process all the complaints. In terms of the 
average annual salary in the Customer Services Branch, which handles 
most of the work on complaints, this is equivalent to about $460,000 
annually. 

In May 1973, the Public Printer established a task force to provide 
PDD and other GPO activities with an integrated, automated administrative- 
operational system capable of handling everything from incoming orders to 
inventory data and control. 



CHAPTER 2 

ORDER-PROCI?SSING SYSTlZi!I 

The order-processing system, in simple terms, consists of two 
segments: (1) receiving and sortillg orders and (2) filling orders. The 

* _ Receipt and Disbursements Section receives the orders and, in the case 
of mail orders, opens them and r<‘niovcs all checks, cash, and c’oupons. 

I- Orders are then forwarded to the Cash Mail Section and sorted into those 
’ * going directly to the stock units for filling and those requiring further 

s processing. ’ 

Orders requiring further processing include those that do not adc- 
quately describe the publication. If the publication can be idt~ntified, a 
stock card is prepared and attached to the order, which is then sent to 
the stock units. If the Cash Mail Section cannot identify the publication 
desired, a refund with an attached explanation is made to the customer. 

Orders also require additional processing if they are for publica- 
tions in more than one stock area. In this case, stock cards are pre- 
pared for each publication ordered and sent to the appropriate units to 
be filled. The units draw publications from inventory for each stock ^ 
card and send them to the Scheduling Order Unit, which assetnbles, 
checks, wraps, and sends the orders to the post office to be mailed. 

Appendix I is a flow chart of the order-processing system. 

At the time of our review, GPO’s objective for processing orders 
was to avoid backlogs and to process, package, and mail orders within 
4 weeks from the date of receipt. However, we found that orders could 
take several months to process and that the forward stock units had 
backlogs up to 18 days. In addition, about 60, 000 ortlcrs for which 
publications were not available had been on hand up to 6 months. 

We believe GPO can improve its system and achieve its order- 
processing objectives by having better control o\.er processing orders, 
reducing the time spent researching orders, impro\ring inventory con- 
trol procedures, and instituting expedited processing. 

CONTROL OVER PROCESSI%G ORDERS -. 

When orders arrive in the Receipts and Disbursements Section, they 
are automatically batched in groups of 50. Each worker must account for 
the processing of a complete batch before receiving a new one. Heyond 
the Receipts and Disbursements Section, no accountability is required. 

Because of this lack of control and accountability, it is difficult to 
compile information that will enable management to identify and correct 
breakdowns in the system. In addition, because order status information 
is not available, PDD cannot respond very well to customers’ complaints. 



System breakdowns do happen and adequate controls do not exist to 
keep incomplete or incorrect orders from being forwarded from station 
to station. For example, on multiorders, when the stock card is scpara- 
ted from the order, the Cash Mail Section does not always place the 
quantity order on stock cards, which causes the filler to send the incor- 
rect quantity to the Scheduling OrderL!nit where the order is assembled, 

r’ In other cases the Cash Mail Section sends orders without publica- 
tion numbers to the forward stock units. This occasionally results in 

. . . delays because the order must be returned for further processing. 
Sometimes the forward stock units return orders for further process- 
ing which they could have filled. I:urthcrmore, the forward stock units 
keep some orders that cannot be filled instead of returning them to 
the Cash Mail Section for notification to the customer. 

The processing breakdowns which result in orders being repro- 
cessed and recycled cause delays in mailing publications to the cus- 
tomers. In many instances, customers are not notified of these delays, 

Generally when a customer complains or inquires about nonreceipt 
of a publication he is mailed a copy of the publication in question. In 
fiscal year 1973 about 1. 1 million publications were mailed to customers 
as a result of complaints received. In many cases, if the order has 
been delayed in the processing system, the customer is sent another 
copy of the publication when the order finally reaches the forwarding 
stock unit. 

I 

An order received in the system moves through a series of proc- t 
essing stations and waiting lines without a specific identity. It is pre- 
sumed that the order will be filled and therefore does not need an 
identity. As a result, specific orders cannot be located, nor can the 
nonmovement of an order be highlighted for appropriate action. L,osing 
the order in the system also makes it difficult to respond to customer 
complaints. 

We suggest that the Public Printer direct the GPO task force to 
study and assess the order-processing control system. The task force 
should consider the feasibility of establisliing oontrols which will provide 
management with the necessary data to assure customers of proper serv- 
ice, including responsive replies when orders are unfillable. It is 
possible that proper order tracking, an inherent part of the order- 
processing control system, could be provided through simple identifi- 
cation, such as a numbering system. 

1 

PDD should be looking ahead to using automated equipment, in’clud- 
ing optical scanners and computerized inventory records, which could 
quickly identify the publications desired and whether the order could be 
filled. Simultaneously, a customer notification could be printed by 
computer for orders that are unfillable because the publication is out of 
stock, being reprinted, or discontinutbd. The use of standard forms by 
the public would insure more effective use of the optical scanner. Cata- 
log lists and bestseller notices might provide perforated, prenumbcred, 
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machine-or iented stamps for stock list items which a customer could 
affix to his order. We realize that not all orders would bt; received 
in a suitable condition for mechanical processing; nevertheless, the 
greater the number so processed, the faster and better the service, 
Faced with a similar situation, the Postal Service developt-cl tite zip 
code and now about 80 percent of its mail is zip-coded and susceptible 
to machine processing. 

Also, a quality assurance system is needed which would keep in- 
. correct orders from moving until the errors have been corrected. Ye 

. did not determine the specific amount of extra time and resources added 
by incorrect orders being processed. However, we would expect that 
situations such as processing orders with incorrect quantities would 
considerably extend the processing time. 

This quality control system should incorporate statistical sampling, 
feedback reporting, and corrective actions. Further, this system should 
be coordinated with information received from customer complaints, so 
the system’s success can be evaluated, and should provide information I 
to the PDD training programs to continuously improve employee perform- 
ance in producing quality products. ! 

. 
e 

PDD comments 

The Superintendent of Documents stated that the order-processing 
system had been improved since we completed our site work and that 
the order-processing time had been reduced as a result. Seventy per- 
cent of the orders are now processed in 15 days or less, the average 
backlog of orders is about 10 days, and very few orders are in process 
more than 3 1 days. The current goal is to process orders in 21 work- 
ing days, and the ultimate goal is 10 working days. 

Following are the primary improvements which have reduced order- 
processing time. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Incoming mail is sorted to extract orders which can go directly 
to the Popular Publications Unit. This saves the time pre- 
viously spent in the Cash Mail Section. 

Stringent procedures have been initiated to reduce the volume 
of orders returning from the forward stock units which could 
have been filled. 

Optical scanning is now used for subscription renewal cards and 
questionnaires from depository libraries. 

A quality assurance program has been instituted which includes 
corrective action and appropriate training. 

One catalog list, “The Selected List of U. S. Government Publi- 
cations, ” provides a perforated stock list for ease of processing. 



Current task force plans include automated inventory accounting 
of the bulk wart.housing operation and a control system to provide man- 
agement control d:jt.:l :IIKI information for customer replies. 

. - . 
t 
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The Superintendent of Documents pointed out that register control 
now exists for domestic orders over $50 and international orders over 
$10, which provides a means of identifying breakdowns and replying to 
customers for those orders. 

The Superintendent of Documents also said specific orders can be 
located {but with difficulty) and customers are notified when a publica- 
tion is temporarily out of stock. Ele felt that improving control by 
using an individual order identity for all orders would be too costly at 
this time but that this was planned for the computerized system. 

RESEARCHING ORDERS i 

Approximately 25 percent of all orders received by PDD do not i 
adequately describe the publication required. Rather than returning 
the order to the customer, PDD uses subject and title indexes to try 

i i 
to identify the publication the customer desires. Identifying the publi- 
cation is vital since this step has to be completed before the order can 
be entered into the processing system. The order preparation unit, 
which researches orders, has 30 full-time employees. 

I 

We believe PDD should consider some alternative system. For 
example, unidentifiable orders could be returned to the sender with an 
order list for the subject area. Instructions to the customer could ex- 
plain that proper indexing will not only expedite handling of the order 
but will also insure that the right publication is sent. Educating the 
public and encouraging the use of a standard order form would improve 
service and would eliminate the source of many problems in order proc- 
essing. 

PDD comments 

PDD is trying to educate the public toward better ordering habits. 
One of the primary methods is to have GPO officials speak at conferences 
and workshops throughout the country and to tell users how to prepare 
requests for PDD. 

INVENTORY CONTROL 

At GPO the publications stock function is divided in-o two areas-- 
the order-filling units and the inventory control and wartshouse unit. 
The* ortler-filling units must have publications on hand to fill incoming 
ordrars. The inventory control and warehouse unit is responsible for 
providing these publications to the order-filling units. 



Stocking procedures 

Filling orders quickly requires that publications be available when 
needed. Supplies of publications are maintained in the forward stock 
units, the Popular Publications Unit, and the Selected Item Unit. Re- 
sponsibility for maintaining adequate stock in these order- filling units 
rests with the supervisors of each unit. The units replenish their stocks 
by ordering from the warehouses. 

A sample of 7,100 stock bins by the PDD Quality Assurance Section 
disclosed that over 900 of the bins were empty even though stock was 
available in the reserve section or in the warehouse for many of the 
items. 

We also noted many empty shelves during our survey, even though 
stock was available in warehouses. Keeping enough publications on hand 
and in the bins would minimize delays in filling customer orders and would 
avoid having to notify the customer that his order had been delayed. 

At the time of our survey, the stock units were using a variety of 
restocking procedures. These included ordering from the warehouse 

--when the last carton of reserve stock (additional stock kept in 
forward stock units) was placed in the bin, 

--when the supervisor felt that customers’ orders on hand and not 
yet filled would cause an out-of-stock condition, or 

--when all stock was depleted. 

On September 13, 1973, PDD issued a procedure directing unit i I 
supervisors to assign personnel to maintain replenishment stocks daily. 

Using nonstandard stocking procedures does not promote an effec- 
tive reordering system. The procedure issued by PDD is a step in the 
right direction; however, there is a need to establish standardized proce- 
dures whereby maximum shelf quantities, economic order quantities, and 
real der levels are considered in relationship to warehouse response time 
and customer demand. 

. Inventory records 

i 

l 

. 

Orders to replenish stock in the forward stock units are submitted 
to the inventory control section which, in turn, orders stock from the 
warehouse. The inventory control section keeps inventory cards for 
determining if stock is available at the warehouse. If the record indi- 
cates stock is available, the order from the stock unit is forwarded to 
the warehouse to be filled. 

To test the reliability of the inventory cards, we selected a sample 
of publications to compare with the inventory cards and found that several 
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cards were missing. Further inquiry revealed that the section control 
clerks did not control access to the cards. Cards apparently were - 
removcd and not returned to the file, or else were misfiled when 

f- returned. This could result in delays in responding to stock orders 
received from the stock units. 

We understand that the task force is developing a system for auto- 
mating the records part of inventory control; however, as an interim 
measure we suggest that procedures be established to restrict access 
to the inventory records. 

PDD comments 

As a result of the stock bin sampling, PDD has standardized and 
formalized its stock bin replenishment procedures. The Superintendent 
of Documents also told us that access to inventory cards is restricted 
to the day shift employees when the section control clerks are on duty 
and that it is the day shift’s responsibility to replenish the bins. 

EXPEDITED PROCESSING 

The length of time required to process an order from initial receipt 
to mailing now is more than 25 days. The orders which flow through the 
Popular Publication Order Filling Unit, which presumably are high- 
volume requests, also require considerable time to fill. 

For example, an April to July 1973 study of the waiting time for 
processing orders for popular publications showed that it exceeded 
32 days. A later study made after we completed our site work showed 
the average time to be about 3 days. We did not make any tests to 
verify the accuracy of this study. We understand the internal audit 
staff will test the processing time. 

As a point of reference, the GPO distribution centers located at 
Philadelphia and Pueblo are spending 5 to 10 days to process an order. 

A separate system should be developed for orders which go to units 
filling orders for popular publications and which also do not require any 

. other special handling, as do multiple-item orders. This special system 
could be based on the systems at Pueblo and Philadelphia, with modifi-. 

* 
t 

cations for tfe PDD environment. 

PDD comments 

The Superintendent of Documents recognizes the value of a separate , 
system for popular publications and has established procedures by which 
orders for these items are separated from the general letter mail and 
are batched for imnlcdiate processing. These orders bypass the normal 
order-processing system. He stated that only in rare instances do re- 
quests for popular publications remain in the order-filling unit over 
30_days. 



The Superintendent of Documents agreed that a shortage of quali- 
fied supervisors was an itnportant problem, and he has taken action to 
correct this situatiun by reorganizing to provide additional supervisors: 
he also has crcatcd w:~ge board supervisors. 

DISCIPLINARY SYSTEM . 
,*. 

. 
. 

The criteria which GPO has established for disciplinary action are 
in GPO Instruction 655.1, dated February 27, 1973. ‘l’his instruction 
is intended to inform employees of general guidelines and per&ties 
used by the agency in processing corrective actions. The instruction 
states that strict adherence is not mandatory because the corrective 
action schedule contained in this document may not meet the specific 
circumstances in all situations. 

Officials in the Employee Relations Division feel that precise 
documentation of all adverse employee actions is of primary impor- 
tance in taking corrective action against an employee. These actions 
should be properly documented on the employee record card, Standard 
Form 7-B. 

Personnel Service officials feel that there is a misunderstanding 
by supervisors and management concerning the procedures to follow 
for taking corrective action and implementing these procedures against 
problem workers. Further, our survey has disclosed that in some 
cases proper documentation of adverse employee actions has been 
lacking. One official felt that this was due, in part, to the fact that 
the employee record cards are kept in a limited-access central loca- 
tion within PDD and not by each supervisor, as is done on the printing 
side of GPO. 

Consequently, several supervisors have been displeased with the 
disciplinary system. One supervisor felt that the system was a primary 
cause of the workers’ attitude problem at GPO. For instance, he was 
concerned that, even after an employee had received two verbal warn- 
ings and a corrective action form (which the employee must sign), man- 
agement took no additional disciplinary action. Because the employees 
know these conditions exist, it is difficult for supervisors to control 
their people and insure that assigned tasks are carried out. 

s We suggest that supervisory access to employee record cards be 
simplified without compromising necessary controls and that action be 
taken to insure that supervisors understand the proper use of these 

L. cards. Further, we suggest that supervisors receive instryction in 
s recognizing employee action or performance that requires documenta- 
*. tion. 

m 

PDD comments 

Because of the necessity of controlling access to the employee 
record cards, they are kept in a central location. However, a super- 
visor can easily obtain them upon request. 

9 



The Superintendent of Documents feels an increase in the com- 
plexity of discipiinary cases places an increased burden for precision 
and documcntatiorl on relatively unqualified people. In PDD, super- 
visors can go direc:ltIy to Personnel Services for assistance when re- 
quired. 

1 

PLANT LIMITATIONS . . .*- 
* Several officials attributed both operating and morale problems to 

* ._ the extra work caused by physical plant limitations. They cited the poor 
physical arrangement of facilities, shortage of space, and unpleasant 
surroundings. An example of poor physical arrangement is the place- 
ment of order-filling units on several different floors. As a result, 
orders and order cards travel back and forth excessively during order 
filling. 

Because of limited storage in the order-filling areas, bins have to 
be refilled frequently. This limited storage and the separation of the 
stock warehouse from the stock-filling area means excessive time is 
being spent merely in transporting the publications. 

Our own observations confirmed the statements concerning un- 
pleasant surroundings. Work areas, such as the Cash Mail Section, 
appeared excessively crowded, and the forward stock unit areas were 
dull and dusty, with limited storage space. 

PDD officials frequently pointed to these physical limitations as 
constraints on effective management. We, too, recognized these prob- 
lems and realize their importance in implementing any innovation to 
improve either the flow and control of documents or personnel motiva- 
tion. 

We believe that even within the current plant constraints there are 
opportunities for improving cleanliness and work area layout. In addi- 
tion, we recommend that PDD investigate some of the successful appli- 
cations of new techniques in physical layout which incorporate color and 
layout schemes appealing to per.sonnel using the areas. 

PDD comments 

‘ The Superintendent of Documents agreed with our suggestions. He 
feels space is inadequate and limiting. PDD has received th’e approval 

. of the Joint Committee on Printing to obtain 400,000 square feet of ware- 
+* 
s house space. When the space is obtaincc the entire order-processing 

operation will move. Additionally, the C’ommittre has approved a rc- 
‘ ’ . quest for 60, 000 square feet of office space for GPO, of which PDII will 

have 40, 000 square feet. This would allow moving the General Clerical, 
Mail List, and Customer Service Sections. 

The Mail l.ist St‘ction, Sales Planning Section, and Central Mail 
Roonl have been rf~motleled using new techniques in layout, such as new 
lighting, modular fut’liiture, and pipf2d- in music. 
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We rnadt~ our survey at GT’O’s l’ublic Documents Department and 
Personnel Services, Washington, I>. C. 
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